Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) for sustainable livelihood by Mansour, Magda Mubarak & Ahmed, Muna Mahjoub Mohamed
Annual Conference of Postgraduate Studies and Scientific Research (Basic and Engineering Studies Board)               
17-20 February 2012, Friendship Hall, Khartoum 
 
1 
 
Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) for sustainable livelihood 
Magda Mubarak Mansour and Muna Mahjoub Mohamed Ahmed 
Institute of environmental studies 
Abstract: As promoted by the British Department of International Development (DFID) and the 
United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the sustainable livelihoods approach has three 
essential features. Firstly, as a framework for analysis, it draws attention to the full range of assets 
that people draw upon to compose a livelihood, namely human, natural, financial, physical, and 
social and/or cultural assets. Secondly, as an instrument for policy and program design to reduce 
vulnerability, it emphasizes a holistic understanding of development so that an adequate asset mix 
can be created, sustained, and transferred from one generation to the next; a feature which has 
now translated into policies and programs dedicated to asset-building for sustainable livelihood 
outcomes. Thirdly, it puts people in the community at the centre as the principle agents of 
development, acting through community based organizations to collaborate with various other 
agents such as local government, NGOs, and the private sector. 
Keywords: livelihoods appraisal, NGO and government role 
صلختسملا : ةٌناطٌربلا ةٌلودلا ةٌمنتلا ةرازو جورت(DFID)  ًئامنلإا ةدحتملا مملأا جمانربو ،(UNDP)  ةثلاث ًلإ
ةمادتسملا ةشٌعملا لبس عٌبطت لجأ نم ةٌساسأ حملام . ةعومجم ىلإ هابتنلاا ناتفلٌ اهنإف ،ماعلا لٌلحتلا راطإ ًف ،لاوأ
 ،ةٌداملاو ةٌلاملاو ةٌعٌبطلاو ةٌرشبلا دراوملا ًهو ،مهتشٌعم ًف سانلا اهٌلع دمتعٌ ًتلا لوصلأا نم ةلماك
 و ةٌعامتجلااو /ةٌفاقثلا لوصلأا وأ . ةشاشه نم دحلل جماربلاو تاساٌسلا مٌمصتل ةادأ لوصلأا هذه فصوب ،اٌناث
 ،مادتسمو مئلام وحن ًلع لوصلأا جزم نكمٌ ىتح ةٌمنتلل لماش مهف ىلع دكؤٌ كلذ نإف ،ةبلاسلا راثلآل ضرعتلا
 ةهجوم لوصلأا ءانبل ةصصخم جماربو تاساٌس ىلإ نلآا تمجرت دق ةمسلا  هذه ،لٌج ىلإ لٌج نم اهلقنو
مادتسملا شٌعلا ءانبل اصٌصخ . سرامٌ يذلا ةٌمنتلل ءلاكوك ءوضلا ةرئاد ًف عمتجملا ًف سانلا ناعضٌ امهنإف ،اثلاث
 ةٌلحملا ةموكحلا لثم ،ةفلتخملا تاسسؤملا نم اهرٌغ عم نواعتلاب ةٌبعشلا ةٌعمتجملا تامظنملا للاخ نم هتطشنأ
صاخلا عاطقلاو ،ةٌموكحلا رٌغ تامظنملاو. 
ةيحاتفم تاملك :تاموكحلا ،ةٌعوطلا تامظنملا ،ةشٌعملا قرط مٌٌقت    
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Introduction 
In contrast to the needs-based approach that addresses perceived “deficiencies” through the use 
of outside experts and resources, asset-based development genuinely empowers citizens and 
strengthens government and agency effectiveness by drawing on local residents’ resources, 
abilities, and insights to solve their own problems. Pioneered by John McKnight and John 
Kretzmann of the asset based community development (ABCD) Institute at Northwestern 
University in Chicago, ABCD approaches now span the world.  With ABCD, outside assistance is 
still needed, but in a support role to citizen-led community development. 
At a policy level, through asset-based citizen-driven development the primacy of social capital and 
associational living experiences (social networks) are being pushed ever more to the foreground. In 
so-called developed countries, policy makers and development workers alike are slowly and 
sometimes painfully realizing that the material wealth of the 21st century has not rid cities, towns or 
rural villages of problems and that, even in the most prosperous areas, people increasingly feel 
isolated and disconnected. The objective of this paper is to compare between the different rural 
development approaches and to put forward the best which can be used for improvement of the 
livelihood of the rural poor.  
1- Materials and Methods 
The method will compare between different rural approach systems: rapid rural appraisal, 
sustainable livelihoods approach, rights-based approach, asset-based community development. 
2-1 Rapid rural appraisal (PRA) 
Rapid rural appraisal was developed in the 1970s and 1980s in response to the perceived problem 
that outsiders were mis-communicating with local people in the context of development work. The 
World Bank Participation Sourcebook [1] defines PRA as a label given to a growing family of 
participatory approaches and methods that emphasize local knowledge and enable local people to 
make their own appraisal, analysis, and plans. PRA uses group animation and exercises to 
facilitate information-sharing, analysis, and action among stakeholders. Although originally 
developed for use in rural areas, PRA has been employed successfully in a variety of settings. The 
purpose of PRA is to enable development practitioners, government officials, and local people to 
work together to plan context-appropriate programmes.  
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Few would argue with the main tenet of PRA, namely, that projects can only achieve their 
objectives if local people actively participate and have ownership over them. In other words, the 
greater the number of citizen fingerprints that can be found on a project, the greater the likelihood 
that the project will be meaningful and sustainable. NGOs who use the PRA approach to 
development - consistently and with the rigour it requires - report significant results. One of the 
great challenges of the PRA approach is to consider the following: in the final analysis, how many 
PRA-based projects or programmes are started by or result in citizen-led initiatives. It is beyond 
question that PRA decisively moves the NGOs that use it consistently and rigorously past the 
outmoded needs-based approach that treats local citizens as passive recipients. PRA treats local 
citizens as co-designers of projects and programmes, and few would reasonably argue against the 
value of so doing.  if meaningful and sustainable development is to be achieved in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, citizens in each of these African countries need to be in the driver’s seat of development, 
not just in terms of services, projects and programmes, but also as the producers of their own 
political and economic well-being [1]  
A hidden danger in working to a needs-based backdrop is that people implementing the PRA 
approach tend to compulsively focus on the half-empty glass - the needs and deficiencies- and fail 
to see the inherent assets that exist within their community. Therefore, when asked what they 
need, they nearly always conclude that whatever it is it must come from the outside.   
Once people have become dependent on outside agencies for support, they find it difficult - even 
through PRA’s excellent and methodologically sound process - not to appraise their needs in a 
manner which invariably concludes that what the village or urban neighborhood requires are 
programs funded by an NGO or other outside institution. The strength of PRA lies in its ability to 
moderate NGO influence on indigenous people, ensuring that projects and programmes are 
relevant to, and endorsed by those people for whom such projects were developed in the first 
place. 
2-2 Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) 
The definition of SLA approach used by the Department of Foreign and International Development 
(DFID) incorporates these sentiments: 
 'A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social 
resources) and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it 
can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks and maintain or enhance its 
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capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while not undermining the natural 
resource base'  [2].  
The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) differentiates between a job and a livelihood, 
which are often used interchangeably: 
 Jobs 
"A job connotes one particular activity or trade that is performed in exchange for payment. It is 
also a formal agreement, as manifested by a contract, between an employer and employee. A 
job can, however, comprise part of an overall livelihood, but does so only to complement other 
aspects of a livelihood portfolio. 
 Livelihoods 
"A livelihood, on the other hand, is engagement in a number of activities which, at times, 
neither require a formal agreement nor are limited to a particular trade. Livelihoods may or may 
not involve money. Jobs invariably do. Livelihoods are self-directing.  
 Livelihoods are based on income derived from "jobs", but also on incomes derived from assets 
and entitlements. " 
 "means of living or of supporting life and meeting individual and community needs"   
The sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) conceptually goes beyond PRA because it proactively 
departs from needs analysis as a starting point, intentionally inviting participants to begin by 
mapping their assets and identifying their allies. 
Another strength of SLA is its focus on area-based development; hence broadening the potential 
outcomes beyond projects and programmes in order to consider development in a much richer 
frame that includes considerations regarding policy, environment and technology. Current thinking 
in SLA (for instance World Bank, Community Driven Development) is moving beyond seeing local 
citizens as co-designers of responses to external shock and/or other challenges to recognising 
them as co-producers (alongside relevant institutions) of sustainable economic and community 
development. The role of outside catalysts such as NGOs is to help local people identify and 
connect their assets as well as leveraging external assets with a view to developing economic 
responses, without creating dependency [3]. 
This approach and its associated methodologies are extremely powerful. When joined with an 
ABCD approach, SLA is well poised to extend beyond economic development (livelihoods) to the 
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intentional building of bonding and bridging social capital, thereby creating strong social networks 
that include women and other marginalised groups. 
The ABCD framework also offers SLA a means of practical, grass roots application where citizens 
own the process, often absent in SLA. In growing towards full independence and sustainability 
while addressing lack of income, communities can themselves use many of these approaches in 
building up social capital in ways that connect all members of a given community, especially those 
on the margins.  Combining PRA, SLA and ABCD offers a powerful arsenal in addressing this 
monumental challenge, albeit one community at a time.    
2-3 Rights-Based Approach 
The UNHCR defines a rights-based approach to development as a conceptual framework for the 
process of human development based on international human rights standards and oriented in 
practice towards promoting and protecting human rights. The underpinning principles include 
equality and equity, accountability, empowerment and participation. A rights-based approach to 
development contains the following elements:  
 express linkage to rights  
 accountability  
 empowerment  
 participation  
 non-discrimination and attention to vulnerable groups  
Such a holistic approach also actively provides for the development of an enabling environment to 
ensure delivery on entitlements, and adequate redress for infringements. This enabling 
environment, finds expression in law, social protection policies, systems of public administration, 
oversight bodies, and strong civil society working to promote a culture of transparency and 
accountability.  
A rights-based approach also gives preference to strategies for empowerment over charitable 
responses. It focuses on the beneficiaries as the owners of rights and the directors of development, 
and emphasizes the human person as the centre of the development process. The goal is 
empowerment: to provide people with the capabilities and access needed to change their own 
lives, improve their own communities and influence their own destinies. 
The strengths of this approach hardly need to be stated. The challenge, though, lies in translating 
these laudable ideals into practical action at community level. Certainly PRA and SLA have much 
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to offer in this regard, although the rights-based agenda goes well beyond participatory 
programmes/projects and livelihoods.  
2-4 Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD).  
Communities can drive the development process themselves by identifying and mobilizing existing 
(but often unrecognized) assets, thereby responding to and creating local economic opportunity. 
Such unrealized resources include not only personal attributes and skills, but also the relationships 
among people that fuel local associations and informal networks. Mobilizing such social assets can 
activate more formal institutional resources such as local government, formal community-based 
organizations, and private enterprise. In this way, the community development process is sustained 
and scaled up, while continuing to recognize local associations as the driving force — the vehicles 
through which all the community’s assets can be identified and then connected to one another in 
ways that multiply their power and effectiveness.  
Asset-Based Community Development takes as its starting point the existing assets and strengths 
of community, particularly the strengths inherent in community-based associations and other social 
networks. Although no blueprint exists, these methods might include: interviews to elicit examples 
of successful community initiatives and to identify hidden and unrecognized assets; “Asset 
mapping” when the full range of assets on which the community can draw are comprehensively 
recorded and documented; Mobilisation of a core group of community organizers; Initiation of a 
community activity that requires no outside assistance; and a progressive scaling up of such 
activities, as linkages to external institutions are called upon to invest in community-driven 
development initiatives. There is broad agreement that social capital is present in the networks, 
norms, and social trust inherent in associations whose members work together in concerted 
collaborative action [4; 5]. (More specifically, social capital is the store of goodwill and obligations 
generated by social relations. Who you know,” refers to the potential support that arises from social 
relationships that have been created through collaborative activity, or have been inherited through 
family or class membership. Like other forms of capital, social capital is a latent asset, and 
individuals can increase or deplete it depending on where they stand in the reciprocal exchange of 
social support and obligation. [5] Provide the useful distinction between bonding and bridging social 
capital. Bonding social capital is evident in the close knit relations of friends and families who can 
be depended on for basic survival in times of stress. It is bonding social capital, for example, that 
will be drawn upon by a family with insufficient food for survival, or by a woman whose husband is 
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sick and unable to contribute his share of labour [6]. By contrast, bridging social capital provides 
leverage in relationships beyond the confines of one’s own affinity group, or even beyond the local 
community. Educated relatives in the town may, for example, guarantee a larger loan to accelerate 
the growth of a small enterprise run by extended family members. Relationships cultivated by a 
community with local authorities might influence the decision about the location of a road to 
facilitate marketing. More recent studies point to the way in which collective activity contributes to 
social capital — for example, peer group micro-finance schemes create co-operation and trust that 
contribute to social and economic benefits beyond the loan access itself [7]. [8], in a recent 
collection of case studies on decentralization in South East Asia, show how high stocks of social 
capital result in more effective partnerships with local government, and stronger partnerships in 
turn result in more effective local resource management. The synergy in these partnerships occurs 
because communities with stocks of social capital (and therefore stronger interpersonal levels and 
expectations of trust) are able to demand greater responsiveness from local institutions; at the 
same time, local institutions are likely to view that stock of social capital as a reason to invest in the 
community.  
First, the ABCD approach takes as its starting point the position that people have strengths and 
capacities, and that uncovering these is a key motivator for taking action proactively. The ABCD 
approach is designed to recognize the attributes and potential contributions of all — irrespective of 
age, gender, or class — and to show where opportunities for collaboration exist for mutual gain. 
Second, ABCD stresses the key role played by formal and informal associations, networks, and 
extended families at the community level, and by the social relationships that connect local 
initiatives to external windows of opportunity. In this way, while all types of assets are taken into 
consideration in the ABCD approach, particular importance is attached to identifying, 
strengthening, and mobilizing social capital located in this associational base, precisely because, 
as [9] points out, this is the key to accessing the other assets needed for community economic 
development. An ABCD approach highlights how and why associations in the community have 
been able to mobilize people for change in the past, pointing to the voluntary nature of (non kin-
based) associations, the trust and reciprocity that characterizes relationships among members, and 
the characteristics of leadership in essentially horizontal (rather than hierarchical) organizations. If 
each and every individual participates in several associations and social networks for different 
purposes, the traffic of social connections inside and beyond the community is potentially huge. 
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Third, the ABCD approach provides practical tools and methods that can be used by community 
members to identify and link assets. These include tools for mapping assets and analyzing the 
local economy, illustrating the potential linkages among assets to optimize local economic 
opportunity for both exporting out of the community and plugging the leaks that lead to 
unnecessary draining of resources. Mapping techniques also provide the means for putting value 
on skills, talents, and capacities that might otherwise be taken for granted in conventional 
economic analysis, ensuring (for example) that natural, social, and cultural assets are also taken 
into consideration. It is thus necessarily holistic in its orientation. Just as the sustainable livelihoods 
approach encourages practitioners to “think holistically, act sectorally,” an ABCD approach 
encourages community-level activity that optimizes that community’s asset-base, while conscious 
of that activity’s interconnections with other aspects of community life. Fourth, the ABCD approach 
is not only people-centred (as in the sustainable livelihoods approach), but is a citizen-driven 
approach. The logical consequence of focusing on assets, capacities, and capabilities is to 
encourage a proactive role for the citizen, replacing the passive, dependent role of client in the 
welfare service delivery model of community development practice. The active citizen mobilizes (or 
is mobilized) at the associational level. As associational life gains momentum, it builds up the 
capacity over time to leverage external resources, and to claim rights and access to services to 
which community members are entitled by virtue of state or global citizenship. For example, a 
group of artisans may need to draw on local resources to ensure a sustained product line. It will 
also need linkages with external agencies that can help in the design and marketing of its product.  
Results and discussion  
ABCD can be an effective mechanism for establishing internal linkages and mobilizing social 
capital within the community (sources of raw materials, credit, traditional designs, child care 
provisioning, an effective water supply) while identifying external resources that can be tapped, 
such as a producer cooperative, a transportation network, or a source of credit on which the group 
can draw for marketing purposes. At the same time, the capacity of this artisanal group may be 
strengthened as an advocate for the community as a whole. For example, it may lead the effort to 
draw on local government support for a more accessible water supply, serving both domestic and 
artisanal needs. In sum, external resources are accessed to serve the community’s agenda. 
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For areas where agriculture is resilient to climate change, the challenge is to maintain or increase 
resilience while for social ecological system (SESs) where agriculture is vulnerable to climate 
change the challenge is to reduce the vulnerability and build resilience. The strength of the 
resilience concept is that it focuses on variables that underlie the capacity of the SES to function, to 
provide ecosystem services and to deal with disturbances, uncertainties and change. Livelihood 
assets include human capital (skills, knowledge, ability to labour and good health), social capital 
(social networks, membership in groups), natural capital (natural resources such as land, water, 
biological resources, the environment), physical capital (basic infrastructure and services), and 
financial capital (cash and credit) [10]. The notion of SES also indicates active actors, whose 
actions can lead to changes in the resilience, vulnerability and adaptive capacity of the system. 
Thus within such a system, action theories can be used to explain the rationale of action of the 
various actors [11;12], the issue of power differentials, endowments and entitlements [13;14] and 
how these influence outcomes for the SES and its components.  
Conclusion  
When aligned with PRA, SLA and a rights-based approach, the ABCD process creates a local 
citizen-led community development road map toward new futures for Sub-Saharan African 
communities, starting where all development initiatives should - with local citizens and what they 
have. As The ABCD analysis adds some interesting insights with regard to the determinants of 
justice, in promoting citizens as producers or co-producers of justice, but argues that justice is not 
created solely by individuals or institutions of jurisprudence but by communities working in 
associational ways to actively contribute to its emergence. Yet, without rights-based values and 
principles, all practical approaches ring hollow. It is therefore only when these approaches are 
united that sustainable rights-based citizen-driven development can prosper. 
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